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Abstract

Laughter is a common feature found in daily conversations as an element 
showing amusement. However, laughter can also appear in serious talk such 
as business meetings (Murata, 2007; Markaki, et al., 2010). This paper 
scrutinizes laughter use between Thai and Burmese participants in a business 
meeting held in Yangon, Myanmar, and examines laughter functions and 
factors stimulating laughter to occur. The business meeting data was 
collected using the ethnographic method - a participant observation, 
extensive field notes, interviews and audio recordings. The data were 
analyzed based on the framework of laughter adapted from Hayakawa 
(2003) and Murata & Hori (2007); the findings reveal that laughter was used 
as a communication strategy and occurred in the meeting both in a relaxed 
atmosphere and in a serious discussion with different intentions - to have fun, 
to make fun of work, to ease the tension and to threaten other interlocutors.
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INTRODUCTION

Advanced technologies and globalization have enhanced mobility, communication, connection 
of global citizen, social interaction, and communication between individuals from different parts 
of the word is more convenient than ever. International business activities also benefit from this 
phenomenon. In international business, English is recognized as a lingua franca among 
professionals around the world, that is, Business English as a Lingua Franca (BELF). Business 
English as a Lingua Franca (BELF) was defined as a language shared by professionals who have 
different cultural backgrounds and speak different languages but have a common 
communication goal which is to succeed in an international business purpose (Louhiala-Salminen 
& Charles, 2006). Thus, various aspects of international business communication issues have 
attracted many scholars (Handford & Matous, 2015; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010; 
Kankaanranta & Plaken, 2010; Kardkarnklai, 2009). 

There are studies investigating the use of English in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) community that is English as a Lingua Franca (ELF) which is the use of English language as
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a means of communication among speakers of different first languages in Southeast Asian 
countries. For example, Deterding and Kirkpatrick’s (2006) investigation of the English 
pronunciation features of people from ten different ASEAN countries and misunderstandings and 
Deterding’s (2013) study of linguistic factors causing misunderstandings in ASEAN ELF 
communication. However, these studies have not specifically investigated the use of BELF in 
international business communication. 

In this study, the way the research participants managed communication attracted the 
researchers’ interest. It was noticeable that the use of ELF by the research participants and its 
features were found to be similar to those listed in previous ASEAN ELF studies (Deterding, 2013; 
Deterding & Kirkpatrick, 2006) and did not cause any misunderstandings. On the contrary, their 
discussion seemed to be highly successful which prompted the researchers to reinvestigate how 
the participants managed communication. It was observed that the atmosphere of the business 
meeting in which data was collected was strikingly different from that which would be expected. 
In other words, rather than being formal, serious and/or contentious, participants created a 
friendly, relaxing and entertaining atmosphere with smiles on their faces and repeated use of 
laughter throughout the discussion. Therefore, this study aims to examine how ASEAN business 
professionals, Thai and Burmese, communicate and focuses on an investigation of roles and 
functions of laughter and factors which drove laughter to occur in an actual and international 
business communication between Thai and Burmese professionals.

LITERATURE REVIEW

We are often involved in something humorous in our daily life conversation, for example, hearing 
amusing stories, or delivering a funny speech, and these types of activities usually elicit smiles, 
grins and laughter. To illustrate, humor is regarded as a process initiated by a stimulus (a joke, a 
gag) which results in a response (a smile, a laughter) to indicate pleasure (Godkewitsch, 1976). In 
addition, humor is a socially intriguing phenomenon which penetrates human life (Linstead, 1985; 
Meyer, 2000; Veatch, 1998). Moreover, humor is considered to be a communication instance 
which is perceived as humorous and consists of nonverbal and verbal communications which 
produce a positive cognitive or affective response from listeners (Martineau, 1972; Crawfords, 
1994). Further, humor is generally known as anything that is interpreted as funny intentionally or 
unintentionally (Lynch, 2002). 

With regard to humor theories, it is widely acknowledged that humor emerged through 
perceptions of incongruity, relief, and superiority (Raskin, 1985; Berger, 1993). From the 
perspective of incongruity, surprise is the key of producing laughter. Veatch (1992) further 
explained that laughter occurs in the situation when discrepancies between what is expected to 
happen and what actually happens occur. Regarding the relief theory, people usually feel that
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their stress or tension has been reduced when they experience humor and laugh. Telling jokes to 
relieve tension in situations is the application of relief theory. O’Donnell-Trujillo & Adams (1983) 
discovered that laughter during conversations psychologically assists in reducing stress and 
developing positive relationships between interlocutors. In terms of the superiority theory of 
humor, it is usually observed when people laugh because they feel triumphant over others which 
Lyttle (2007) reflected that the purpose of this type of humor is not for pleasure, but threat. this 
theory, people use humor to ridicule another’s mistake; however, it limits to only a minor and 
slight mishap. It usually happens to make the persons who apply this theory feel better about 
themselves (Raskin, 1985).

Humor has long been in the spotlight for many researchers and has been studied in various 
aspects such as linguistic analysis, functions of humor, humor styles etc. (Hay, 2000; Holmes, 
2006; Galloway, 2010; Stieger, Formann & Burger, 2010; Wangsomchok, 2016) and in different 
settings including business area (Lehmann-Willenbrock & Allen, 2014; Lyttle, 2007; Ohja & 
Holmes, 2010; Murata, 2014; Rogerson-Revell, 2007). For example, a research conducted to 
compare humor use in business meetings between a Japanese company and a New Zealand 
company which indicated that the relational role of humor in business meetings was important 
in both settings and its results also demonstrated that the humor features found in both settings 
possibly reflected cultural differences (Murata, 2014). Hence, humor is an intrinsic factor of not 
only in our everyday life, but also at the workplace which can help reinforce company norm and 
strengthen and maintain the company culture. 

It is widely acknowledged that laughter is generally associated with humor (Godkewitsch, 1976; 
Meyer; 2000). Successful humor can be influenced by shared cultural and knowledge backgrounds 
of interlocutors. This phenomenon can be seen through both verbal (words) and nonverbal 
responses (a grin, a laugh). When referring to nonverbal communication, it includes things such 
as posture, gesture, tone of voice, facial expression, touch and personal space (Hecht & Ambady, 
1999). Interestingly, even though nonverbal communication is not words, it can connote 
meanings to other interlocutors. Take for example when people shake their heads with frowns 
on their faces, it is usually interpreted as disapproval. As a part of nonverbal communication, 
laughter is considered universal among humans and has been defined by many scholars. It can be 
described as a physiological response to humor and is a combination of gestures and a sound 
which reinforces and modifies what is said in words and conveys meanings and feelings of the 
speaker’s emotional state to others (Brain, 2000; Ruch & Ekman, 2001). In line with this, Szameitat 
et al.’s reflection (2009) stated that “Laughter, thus, is an acoustical nonverbal vocalization, which 
carries information about the sender’s emotional state that can be decoded by the listener” 
(p.402). As for this study, laughter was, therefore, defined as physical reactions including rhythmic 
sound and movement which could be shared or could stand alone during the discussion. 
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Studies on laughter have made an explicit link to humor (Duncan et al., 1990; Holmes, 2000; 
Greatbatch & Clark, 2003).  Regarding Meyer (2000), laughter is a primary indicator which denotes 
the experience of humor. Nonetheless, from Provine’s study (2000), the results showed that less 
than 20% of laughter incidents reacted to what interlocutors perceive humorous and laughter 
functioned as a period to punctuate the speech in natural breaks in conversations. His discovery 
suggests that only a small percentage of social laughter really has something to do with humor 
and signifies that laughter is not only a product of humor, but a form of communication. 
Regarding a great variety of perceptions of laughter, it is difficult to think how laughter could 
happen in a serious talk such as business meeting. Thus, laughter can possibly serve many 
functions depending on various factors for example the topic of the discussion, relationship 
between interlocutors, atmosphere in order to create and maintain a healthy business 
relationship. The roles and functions of laughter seem to be simple and well-understood; 
however, sometimes it can also be complicated and perplexing in certain contexts. For example, 
Murata & Hori (2007) explored how laughter assisted in creating and maintaining human 
relationships. They described some cultural differences in laughter and also pinpointed that the 
uses of laughter between American students and Japanese students were different. On the one 
hand, the American students laughed only when they perceived something “funny.” On the other 
hand the Japanese students laughed when they found the conversation humorous and they also 
laughed “without obvious reasons” which the researchers categorized as “laughter following 
unlaughable utterance.” When the American students did not understand, they decided to 
overlook their laughter.  The result of this study showed that different groups can interpret 
laughter differently within the same discourse and context. Other types of laughter such as 
“balancing laughter for easing tension” and “laughter as a cover-up” were identified in Hayakawa’s 
(2003) research. This brought two interesting questions to this study whether, in a business 
meeting, meeting members can laugh without humor as a stimulus and whether there are any 
other stimuli encouraging laughter to occur. 

Hence, investigating the roles and functions of laughter, especially in an international business 
meeting not only helps widen the area of laughter study, but also helps gain understandings of 
other different cultures interpretation and use of laughter. As previously stated, many studies on 
laughter are associated with humor in various contexts, but equally laughter could be employed 
for other reasons. 

METHODOLOGY

Context of study

In this study, the business meeting between Thai and Burmese business professionals examined 
was held in a company office in Yangon, Myanmar. The meeting context was selected due to the
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fact that the meeting is the place where the participants’ ideas are disseminated, and 
organizational knowledge and culture constructed. The meeting venue of this study is considered 
semi-formal since the participants held the discussion in an open plan office which provides 
flexibility, reduces unused space and fosters collaboration (Andrews, 2017). The research 
participants in this study were from two countries which use English as a lingua franca. To clarify,participants in this study were from two countries which use English as a lingua franca. To clarify, 
two were from Thailand and two were from Myanmar. A Thai engineer was leading the meeting 
with another Thai coordinator as his assistant. Both were in the meeting at all times including a 
Burmese project manager. However, a Burmese project coordinator was present when the topics 
were related to him. 

Recording and observation began after the owners of the company and the research participants 
had granted permission and ethical approval was received from King Mongkut’s University of 
Technology Thonburi (KMUTT).

The participants all met the following criteria:
	  	Employees of a joint venture between Thai and Burmese construction organizations
	  	They participated in business meetings involving Thai and Burmese business employees
	  	They were able to communicate in English

The names used in the transcription are pseudonyms (i.e. Th1, Th2, M1, M2). “Th” means Thailand 
and ‘M’ is Myanmar. Other people who were mentioned during the discussion but were not 
present in the meeting including the company names were written under pseudonym and were 
put into quotation marks for example “son,” “yen,” “mao,” “temtem”. The following are the 
research participants’ demographic information of this study. The participants were four Business 
persons; two were Thai and the other two were Burmese. 

Table 1
Demographic information of the participants

    Participant	 Position	      Age		   Education	               English	                Remarks
								                   Proficiency

Th1

Th2

Average

Good

35

34

Factory 
Engineer

Project 
Coordinator

A diploma in business 
studies in US
A master at a famous 
public university in 
Thailand

A bachelor ‘s degree from a 
well-known public 
university in Thailand

Conveying convey 
basic meaning on 
unfamiliar topics or 
prompt questions 
with limited use of 
vocabulary.
Having capacity to 
deal with technical 
terms used in the 
field.



rEFLections
Vol 27, No 1, January - June 2020

27

M1

M2

Good

Average

62

37

Project 
Manager

Project 
Coordinator

A high school diploma in 
Myanmar

A bachelor’s degree in 
Myanmar

Having a wider range 
of vocabulary to 
discuss topics at 
length and using 
different 
communication 
strategies such as 
asking questions.

Lacking in confidence 
when speaking 

METHODOLOGY

Ethnography of communication (EoC) proposed by Gumperz & Hymes (1972) was applied in this 
study because of the following reasons. First, EoC allows the conversation to be examined. In 
addition, EoC enables ethnographic information which was regarded as complementary data for 
the analysis to be accessed. Blommaert (2010) reflected that ethnography method has an 
increased role in human communication study amidst globalization. Further, Bowe et al. (2014) 
stated that “ethnography does not preconceive social practices or categories but rather discovers 
them” (p.112). Ethnography of communication was, therefore, considered most suitable in 
investigating the use of laughter between the Thai and Burmese business professionals as the 
study does not only focus on laughter function in the conversation but also how they used it and 
what factors influenced laughter to occur.

Instruments

Participant observation and field notes were also employed during the business meeting in order 
to assist in collecting other nonverbal reactions which an audio recording could not do. Other 
nonverbal data functions as “additional assistance” to the analysis, but not a main focus of this 
study. Video recording was not used because participants considered it intrusive. However, 
photographs were used as visual aids to assist the researchers’ and participants’ memories which 
included the working environment, the meeting location, seating positions of participants, and 
the drawings. After the data was transcribed and analyzed, the participants were allowed to see 
the transcription and photos. The semi-structured interviews were conducted afterwards to 
check the transcription. The reason why the semi-structured interview was selected for this 
research was because of its strength which allows room for both researcher and research 
participants to discuss topics in more detail.
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Data collection and data preparation

The field researcher attended 11 formal and semi-formal meetings in Yangon; however, only 4 
meetings were recorded due to confidentiality. The recording of the second meeting at the office 
was selected for this study because of the total length of two hours and fourteen minutes. 
Although the chosen setting was the most formal compared to other settings, laughter occurred 
throughout the discussion. This attracted the researchers’ interests. The recording equipment was 
on from when the meeting conversation started until it ended. The purposes of these meetings 
were mainly to solve problems, to make decisions, to review both ongoing and future projects 
and to set goals.  In terms of the transcribing process, the researchers applied discourse 
transcription (Du Bois et al., 1992) to facilitate the analysis. The data was carefully and 
systematically transcribed following the discourse convention such as overlapping, rising and 
falling intonation, long sound, loudness etc. This helped the occurrence of laughter to be clear. 
Additionally, the use of discourse convention allowed the data to be viewed as a “naturally 
occurring interaction,” (Dubois et al, 1992, p. 9).

Coding validity and reliability

The coding scheme was adapted from Hayakawa (2003) and Murata & Hori (2007). The original 
framework of laughter classification remained; however, the names of laughter types were 
changed for ease of understanding. The data was coded by separate coders. Two external inter-
coders, a British instructor and a Thai instructor teaching English in leading public universities, 
were invited. This assisted in establishing the inter-coders reliability and reducing socio-cultural 
bias towards laughter coding.

In the first step of this process the researchers provided both inter-coders with the meeting 
transcriptions, audio recordings and the laughter classification scheme along with instructions of 
how to classify the types of laughter. The following is the coding scheme used in this study.

Classification of Laughter (Adapted from Hayakawa, 2003 and Murata & Hori, 2007)
1. Happy laughter:		  Laughter occurs when the speaker thinks an ongoing 
					     conversation is amusing, and the speaker expects the 
					     listener to share the laughter. 
2. Nervous laughter:		  The laughter is used to soften the atmosphere of serious 
					     talk, for example, in conflict or negotiation situations.
3. Laughter of agreement:	 The speaker / listener uses the laughter to express 
					     agreement and make the conversation more enjoyable. This 
					     type of laughter occurred mostly when the topic was related to
					     work-related topic.
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4 Threat softening laughter:	 The laughter happens when the utterance is considered	
					     threatening listener’s feelings or face which includes 		
					     speech acts of,  for example, “ordering, criticizing and 	
					     suggesting.”
5. Self-deprecating laughter:	 The laughter is used when the speaker feels embarrassed 
					     or ashamed of what s/he is doing or saying.
6. In-filling laughter: 		  The purpose of the laughter is to maintain the 
					     speaker’s turn.
7. Purposeless laughter: 	 The laughter has no clear purpose. It occurs to make the 
					     conversation more cooperative and smoother.
8. Laughter of evasion: 		  The laughter happens when the participants don’t want to 
					     say something clearly or don’t want to answer to a 
					     question.
9. Backchannel laughter: 	 The laughter means “I’m listening to you or 
					     I’m following you.”

After receiving the results from both inter-coders, the points where both disagreed were further 
discussed and reviewed among the two inter-coders and the researchers. Then the data was 
reanalyzed to make the results clearer and more reliable. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

During the semi-formal business meeting, laughter was found throughout the whole business 
conversation and used for different purposes as shown in Figure 1. 

Figure1. Result of Laughter

Amongst the nine types of laughter, happy laughter (36%) was the most frequent, while nervous 
laughter, laughter of agreement and threat softening laughter were ranked second (20%), third
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(18%) and fourth (12%) respectively. Other types of laughter, namely self-deprecating laughter (4%), 
in-filling laughter (4%), purposeless laughter (2%), laughter of evasion (2%) and backchannel 
laughter (2%) did not occur very frequently. Different types of laughter randomly occurred 
throughout the meeting as the pattern of this Thai-Burmese business meeting was spiral (Hoey, 
1983,) and the topics of discussion did not strictly follow the meeting agenda. Thus, the meeting 
was more casual and allowed room for laughter to emerge in the conversation about work 
related and non-work-related issues.

The following will discuss the four most striking types of laughter found as not only their 
significant frequency shown, but also these four types represent certain personality traits of this 
particular group of business professionals. The other five types of laughter, with their occurrence 
of less than 5%, are considered insignificant as they might occurred by chance and with its small 
amount of information, their use cannot be concluded. 

1. Happy laughter

In business meetings, discussions are expected to be formal and serious whilst humor and 
laughter are expected to be less common. In contrast to general expectations, the findings of this 
study demonstrated that the most common laughter in the Thai-Burmese business meeting was 
happy laughter. Conceivably, happy laughter may not be considered a pure business 
communication strategy but a strategy to strengthen their social and personal relationships to 
enable business run smoothly. This could also be seen as a character trait which is transferred 
from their cultural backgrounds. To explain, Thais are famed for their laid-back lifestyle and 
attitude towards work (Niratpattanasai, 2013), while Burmese people were considered easy-
going and carefree (Yin, 2016) and one of the reasons that enabled both Thai and Burmese 
professionals to put a high value on interpersonal relations was that they were from the same 
cultural background which was collectivism (Hofstede, 1980). Therefore, they tend to share 
similar values and transfer each other’s ethics to their business transactions. With this particular 
value, it was common practice for Thai and Burmese co-workers to spend significant time on non-
work-related issues such as lifestyle, personal interests, and other small talk topics e.g. brand 
preference of mobile phone, flight, food. Unlike a typical small talk convention which usually 
starts at the beginning (McKay-Semmler & Semmler, 2013), in this study, small talk could happen 
whenever needed to help reinforce their rapport management and laughter itself could assist in 
maintaining relationships both in personal and professional levels. 

Take for an instance, in Example 1, a non-work-related story about a restaurant that M1, Th1 and 
Th2 went to for brunch that morning was mentioned after a suggestion made by Th1 was put 
forward to M2 about how to politely decline a project offered by a Japanese company. When the 
conversation ended and before the participants moved onto other work-related topics, M1
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brought up a small talk which was firstly delivered in Burmese language and then M1 asked Th1 
to tell this story.

Example 1
Context: The talk began when M1 mentioned the place he took Th1 and Th2 to have brunch.

1 M1: having having breakfast this morning [haha]              ‘ykko’ [haha]       [haha]                  
2 Th1:	                                             [ok]    k k ‘ykko’                   so  [big]  [portion] i 
3 M2:	                                                                                                                   [ykko][haha]
4 Th1: cannot [finish] it [even me] you know a lot 
5 M1:          [haha]
6 M2:          [haha]

Before the meeting started, Th1 and Th2 were taken to a noodle restaurant called “ykko,” located 
near the office. “ykko” was famous for large portions and M1 and M2 knew this very well. M1 
asked Th1 to tell M2 where he had taken him and Th2 to lunch and when Th1 said “ykko,” M2 
repeated its name and then laughed. This signified that he had shared knowledge of “ykko” 
restaurant.  In addition, when Th1 mentioned how large the portion was, both M1 and M2 burst 
into laughter again. The sound of laughter was louder because Th1 compared the portion of the 
dish to his body. To illustrate, Th1 was 181 centimeters tall and he had been a basketball player 
when he was in college. Everyone in the meeting knew that normally, he could finish a dish 
without problems, but not at “ykko.”  

Of note is that M1 knew what he was going to recount was amusing because after he hinted 
where he took Th1 and Th2 for brunch (line 1), he laughed. This was later supported by shared 
laughter produced by M2 (line 3). Both M1 and M2 seemed to have background knowledge of this 
restaurant. It was likely that M1 knew Th1 was about to mention the large portion of the dish. In 
addition, Th1 used his own physical appearance as the target of the joke and it was successful 
because of the presence of the laughter of M1 (line 5) and M2 (line 6). 

This type of small talk serves as a means of transition between work and “sanuk” (fun) talk which 
oils the interpersonal wheel before returning to work-related issues in a friendlier atmosphere 
and shows that they were close with each other. Malinowski (1972) reflected that small talk can 
be regarded as free, aimless social intercourse. Although this type of talk is usually optional, it can 
serve an important social function in order to establish and maintain the relationship between 
interlocutors (Holmes, 2000; Spencer-Oatley, 2000). 

Interestingly, happy laughter did not only occur when the topic and content were non-work issues 
but also occurred when the topic and its content were directly related to work issues. Happy 
laughter concerning the work which accounted for 60 percent of the happy laughter classification
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implied certain working character traits of this professional group. With a relaxed attitude 
towards work, there were times when the participants made fun of the work, as in the next 
example when M1, M2, Th1 and Th2 were discussing one of the unfinished projects. There were 
certain unexpected and uncontrollable external construction factors which caused the delay. 
Delay is one of the major challenges in every construction project as late completion penalties 
can be costly and as everyone knows, in the business world, “time is money” (Franklin, 1748). Thus, 
this should have been a serious discussion to find a proper solution to the problem. Surprisingly, 
laughter was still there and not just one person laughed, but all. 

Example 2
Context: The research participants were discussing the project deadline which was delayed for 
more than 3 months.

1 Th1:	the ‘ada’           what we can do
2  M1:          yeah                                hmm   i ah: al: for ‘tiantian ’ also i: contact 
3       	 the owner and explain everything                that material almost arrive here                                 
4 Th1:                                     hmm                                                        yeah  [yeah]
5 M1:                                                                                            [and]    
6      	 arrives here   just tem just give us some more days                        yeah finish it <sigh>
7 Th1:                                <smile>                         to finish it
8 M1:	they told me ah they want to open the hotel ah:: during: december last year and if we 
9	 cannot finish they change to they plan to open the new year and      [then they] 
10 Th1:                                                                           [haha]                                      
11 Th2:                                                                           [haha]
12 M1:                                                                           [haha]
13 M2:	 change again to [chi chinese] new year                      now we are going to haha
14 Th1:	           [songkran]                                                                                           
15 M1:	                                                [now]  the money 
16 Th2:	                                       [haha]                                          
17 Th1: ok last last new year	 they gonna they can open 

In Example 2, all participants agreed on the point that they did their best and it did not turn out 
as well as they expected; they seemed to accept the things that they could not change and were 
still positive about it. Welty (2016) considered this action as “Mai Pen Rai” concept which means 
“grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change” (p.165). Sometimes when things went 
wrong, they did not exert pressure on each other. On the other hand, they rather understood the 
situation and eased the tension up and one of the ways they did was making fun of work. It did 
not mean that the persons involved in the situation did not care, but when there was nothing

1 ‘tiantian’ is a name of construction site project written under pseudonym.
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they could do, they use the concept in Thai of “to get everyone off the hook,” (Welty, 2006, p. 
165). 

Since they had worked together from the very beginning of the project, they shared background 
knowledge that its deadline had been delayed a couple of times and knew that it had several 
problems that needed to be solved. At first, the completion date was in December, however, the 
deadline needed to be postponed to New Year. When M2 was at this point (line 2), shared 
laughter happened (lines 3-5) among Th1, Th2 and M1. This was because they knew that the 
project was unable to meet the deadline as planned; therefore, its deadline was postponed, for 
the first time, to New Year. Nonetheless, the project missed the deadline again, which led to the 
overlapping speech between M2 and Th1 (lines 6 and 7). The different “New Years” they 
mentioned made Th2 laugh (line 9). In an interview, Th2 said that she laughed because she 
thought the concept of a New Year deadline was amusing. The International New Year and 
Chinese New Year (February) deadlines had already past because the recording was conducted in 
March. Thus, the final option would be “Thai New Year” or “Water Festival” in April. M2 knew about 
this and during an interview and expressed his thoughts saying that “we have to postpone its 
deadline and it is a coincidence that every time we change, it is changed to other New Year in 
different countries,” and he found this coincidence amusing.

According to the interview data, both Thai and Burmese participants believed that a friendly and 
relaxing working environment had a significant impact on productivity and creativity. Th1 claimed 
although they laughed, it did not mean they did not take work seriously. Regarding this project, 
they encountered problems and tried their best to find proper solutions. However, what caused 
the project delay was not because of them and it was beyond their control. Therefore, Th1 
affirmed that there was no point to have negative feelings towards this problem. Komin (1990) 
provided an interesting thought of how Thai was viewed. Thai people are considered to be flexible 
and situation-oriented, and their general attitude towards problems is “Tuk yang kae khai kan dai” 
which means everything can be fixed. This accords with Yin (2016) who reflected Burmese people 
“are naturally fun-loving and even in extremely hard times or crises they can still find something 
to laugh about” (p. 69). With similar positive attitudes towards life and work, they could develop 
good working relationship. 

With regard to Thai - Myanmar relations, even though they have had difficulties in terms of 
politics and economy, they share the same borders, and are agricultural based economies which, 
to some extent, means they have similar ways of life.  Hence, it is possible that Burmese 
employees had certain similar personalities to Thais. Even though integrating fun with work is a 
wise strategy to be used as a unique form of self-motivation to make strenuous work less boring. 
However, Welty (2006) deemed the characteristic feature of “always-finding-sanuk (fun)” or 
“sanuk” quality in this particular event to be double-edged sword because it might cause business



rEFLections
Vol 27, No 1, January - June 2020

34

people from other different cultures to mistakenly think that they did not pay significant 
attention to their work and were neglectful. For this reason, it might disturb business persons 
from other countries and it takes some time for them to learn how Thais and Burmese people 
work. 

2. Nervous laughter

Nervous laughter is usually used to soften the seriousness of the talk for example negotiation 
and conflict. The interplay of the nervous laughter as a communication strategy between Thai 
and Burmese business persons was observed from time to time when the tension became 
increasingly obvious. In Example 3, Th1, M1 and M2 were discussing the issue of the pay raise of 
the Burmese staff working in the joint venture in Myanmar. This request was first submitted some 
time previously by M1 and M2. However, they had not heard anything from the board of 
directors. It was important that the board of directors mutually agreed for important issues such 
as financial related-issue, therefore M2 wanted to know whether there was any progress made 
so that they could inform their staff.

Example 3
Context: The Burmese employees would like to know the updated news on the pay raise which 
they had been issued to the board of committee for a while.

1 M2:	   now it’s in the mid[dle of this] month           so let’s wait one more [week] if they 
2 M1:                         [this month]       hmm                                      [week]
3 M2	    don’t give us within this week͝            we will confirm to them that         what’s going on 
4 Th1:	                                        hmm                                      hmm
5 M2:	   what we should do 
6 Th1:	                          i’m i’m sorry about it you you might think that the ‘obanon 2’ time 
7	    take [to talk about talk] 
8 M2:	        [no no i understand] [about the salary but]            but right after we got 
9 M1:	                                 [no no no no we understand haha:]                                                                                                
10 Th1: but right after we got the information from you                  we send it out
11 M1:	                                                      hmm hmm
12 M2:   i i [really] understand and we also know that ah you already discuss with mr ‘amnuay’
13 M1:	 [yeah]               
14 M2:  and mr ‘amnuay’ also talk to ‘tcc’ side         and M1 also:  asked many times to push
15 M1:                                                hmm

2 ‘obanon’ is a Thai company name written under pseudonym.
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There was mounting tension when M2 mentioned how long this request had been pending and 
when he could inform his colleagues (lines 1, 3 and 5). Th1 responded with “hmm” (line 4) and a 
nervous look. Then Th1 started his talk by saying “I’m I’m sorry” in a low tone. His nervousness 
showed in his voice. It was obvious that Th1 did not want M1 and M2 to think their request had 
been ignored or deliberately delayed by the Thai party. Although Th1 had not finished his 
sentence, M2 asserted that “no no I understand.” M2 observed that Th1 was tense and then 
apologized without having done anything wrong which made M2 feel uneasy. In addition, this 
statement was similarly repeated by M1 with laughter (line 9). When the atmosphere of the 
discussion became serious and tense, M1 used laughter as a communication strategy to make 
the situation become less serious, and sound more compromising. 

This analysis was later supported by the interviews of M1 and M2. M1 insisted that it was not 
Th1’s fault and both M1 and M2 understood that Th1 did not have the authority to make decision 
on this matter. However, they wanted to ask Th1 whether there was any news or any progress 
had been made. Personally, M1 thought that Th1 was very polite to say “I’m sorry” (line 6) and 
after that he could feel that Th1 wore tension on his face. Therefore, M1 believed that laughter 
might help. Noticeably, M1 was careful to preserve working relations with the Thai participant to 
create harmony in the office. As for Burmese business culture, it is important for relationships to 
be maintained and be smooth at all times (Yin, 2016). Likewise Th1 also needed to maintain good 
relations with the Burmese by making an apology and trying to explain what was happening. It 
could be observed that laughter was chosen as a positive politeness technique to minimize 
negative feelings between each other and maximize a healthy business relationship between Thai 
and Burmese business professionals. They both tended to place a high value on face issue (Brown 
and Levinson, 1987).This finding demonstrated that they valued maintaining good working 
relationships; they seemed to avoid negative feelings that spoiled the atmosphere of the 
discussion, and used laughter as one of their selected strategies. 

3. Laughter of agreement

Agreement can be displayed in many forms of expression including through the use of laughter. 
In the workplace, laughter of agreement is supposed to be desirable as it creates a good working 
atmosphere and it signifies that the meeting is running smoothly. It is clear that in the workplace 
setting, business people not only reach agreements about work, but also about sarcastic 
comments such as when they talk about other people or other issues. Sometimes it can be 
entertaining and fun. In addition, this phenomenon can somehow provide interesting insight into 
the working climate of an organization (Georganta et al., 2014). It builds social bonds and also 
shows their in-group solidarity because they not only share information but also build trust 
between them. In Example 4, Thai and Burmese professionals discussed working styles of 
different companies, one of which was a Japanese company, “temtem” (line 8) that had not
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impressed them. Th1 and M2 thought that the Japanese company was too detailed and not 
very helpful. In this example, the laughter of agreement noticeably occurred when they were sharing 
the story among them.

Example 4
Context: The research participants were talking about the way the Japanese company work which 
tended to be different from them.
1 M2: and you and mr ‘panyawut’ keep telling me there’s a problem installation over there 
2	 because of the ‘obanon’ pro product but the main people they don’t contact to me 
3	 anything about any [problem they didn’t] tell me [about] the [installation] problem so i:  
4 Th1:	                       [yeah yeah  that that]         [uh hmm]  [uh hmm]
5 M2: confirm them if there any problem they just told me no no problem at all            they 
6 Th1:	                                                                                          hmm
7 M2:	they didn’t hear any of the problem  yeah                                                                                                                                                                       
8 Th1:	                                                yeah it because the problem that ‘temtem ’ 
9	 told me it’s just screw in the it’s a it’s [it’s] a normal normal                                
10 M2:	              		    [yeah]                                                                                                                
11 M1:                 	                                   too easy ye haha                 
12	 hahaha                                    
13Th1:	    too easy  yeah i don’t know [why they need the  ]
	          <laughable tone>
14 M1:	                                      [<sigh and shaking his head>]
15 M2: 	                             [for the small thing]  we don’t need to go there to 
16	 instruct them but
17 Th1:                 they they even ask ‘obanon’ [people]     find [to show them and 
18 M2:                                                   [yeah yeah]        [yeah yeah yeah yeah]                      
19 M1:	                                                 [oh::: hahaha]   [haha]
20 Th1: instruct them what͝] 

During the discussion, M2, M1 and Th1 talked about working with another international company 
and later they agreed that the staff of this company were not cooperative and usually made 
things complicated. M2 recounted what he had been through with the staff of that company then 
Th1 complained that they even requested basic installation training from the Thai company, 
which M2, Th1 and M1 agreed was unnecessary as the Japanese company should have been able 
to handle this by themselves. Noticeably, during this conversation, there were agreeable signals, 
“yeah” produced by Th1 (lines 4, 8, 13) and M2 (lines 7, 10, 18) to support one another while 
talking. In addition, there were times that Th1 took the turn from M2 and continued the talk

3 ‘temtem’ is a Japanese company name written under pseudonym.
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without hesitation (line 8 and 17) which indicated that M2 and Th1 shared the same story 
background. In line 12, Th1 pointed out that there was a simple solution to the problem of 
installation and then M1 said “too easy” which Th1 also agreed to by repeating M1’s words with 
a laughing tone in his voice. This agreement became absolutely clear when Th1 expressed his 
obvious disapproval about the training (line 17) and it was apparent that he was distraught from 
the note change in his tone “what͝” at the end of his talk (line 20). While M2 used “yeah” as a signal 
of agreement, M1 said nothing, but the laughter he produced (line 19) was identified as showing 
his agreement on this issue and was also considered an indicator of in-group solidarity that 
showed they were on the same side in this matter. In a later interview, M1 said that he 
understood how Th1 felt about this story; he thought the training was needless and the Japanese 
staff could be demanding at times. However, he did not put his thought into words but laughed 
instead. Interestingly, without uttering anything, all participants seemed to understand each 
other very well. 

Another difference was work cultures. The joint venture company (Thailand and Myanmar); they 
tended to simplify their work procedure and preferred to manage as much as they could by 
themselves to complete the mission. On the other hand, those of the Japanese company were 
interested in details and when they felt uncertain about something, they promptly asked for help. 
It would appear that the staff of the joint venture company and the staff of Japanese company 
could learn from each other. It would benefit the joint venture company to adopt some of the 
Japanese meticulousness and the staff at the Japanese company would benefit from learning 
how to simplify things to create a smoother work flow. This was an opportunity for them to 
understand each other, to tune in to another party’s needs, and to finally find a solution that 
both parties could accept.

4. Threat softening laughter

The last major category of laughter is threat softening laughter. This usually occurred when the 
speaker perceived that an utterance was too threatening and wanted to use laughter to preserve 
face of the listeners whilst still emphasizing the need for cooperation from the other party in a 
friendly way. In Example 6, the discussion started when Th1 said that the performance of the 
Burmese staff in the joint venture company in the past year was not as productive as the Thai 
party expected.

Example 5
Context: The discussion started when Th1 said that the performance of the Burmese employees in 
the joint venture company in the past year was not as productive as the Thai party expected.

1 Th1: make it more productive we can   hit the target hundred million baht   yeah then we           
2 M1:	hmm
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3 Th1:	we can pay   other otherwise i i show you the number because otherwise if we pay 
4         	you this much right͝ but cannot hit hundred million baht company corrupt              don’t 
		                                                              <laughable tone>
5 M1:     	                                                                                   [yeah]
6 M2:	                                                                                  [hmm]
7 Th1:	have money to pay you don’t have the the profit         so that’s the key           so 
8 M1:	                                                     hmm                          hmm
9Th1:	show so right after they increase the money for you ok we set the target   and then 
10	 we go but this year maybe er: we have to   i think we we experience some you know 
11	 something that we should do and something we should not do in a couple year 
12	 passed right͝                 						                        
13 M1:	            yeah

In terms of management, Burmese colleagues were responsible for managing the marketing of 
the business in Myanmar; however, they could not achieve the sales target, which led to lower 
profits compared to the year before. In addition, the conversation became more serious when 
Th1 told M1 and M2 that the company could be in financial difficulties (line 4) to show that he 
was serious about their working performance and that he wanted them to improve. Even though 
it was a joint venture company, the Thai party owned the majority of company’s shareholding. In 
addition, in this meeting, Th1 was assigned to talk about this issue to the Burmese party on behalf 
of the board of directors from Thailand. Therefore, Th1 was likely to have more power over the 
Burmese colleagues. However, as most Thais favor compromising to avoid conflict, Th1 used a 
laughing tone in his voice when he said “company corrupt” to soften the threat he made. Claramita 
et al. (2013) affirmed that Southeast Asian culture places high value on harmonious relations and 
to avoid conflict which accords with Kardkarnklai’s study (2009) that Asian people tend to avoid 
conflicts.  Nonetheless, in some cases, they had to confront the conflict, but in their own way. In 
Example 6, Th1 needed them to know that he meant what he said but he did not want to be “too 
aggressive.” Thus, he decided to apply this laughter strategy to make the statement gentle but 
firm. As Bachorowski & Owren (2001) mentioned in their research, voiced laughter elicits positive 
emotions in the listeners. Interestingly, M1 and M2 also knew that this laughter tone was not one 
of enjoyment, but carried the sense of seriousness; hence there was no shared laughter. Rather, 
M1 and M2 responded briefly to Th1 with “yeah” and “hmm” in lines 5, 6 and 8. However, Th1’s 
use of a laughing tone alone was not sufficient to make this conversation successful, as it required 
verbal communication together with some non-verbal factors such as hand gestures and facial 
expressions to enable other listeners to understand his intention. 
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CONCLUSION

Almost all human activities around the world have become interconnected, and frequently, 
English is the chosen language for the medium of communication as in the context of the study. 
Moreover, it was observed that both Thai and Burmese business professionals could adapt 
themselves to communicate with each other throughout the business meeting discussion. The 
role of English employed between Thai and Burmese business professionals was based on the 
concept of BELF and even if their English did not conform to traditional English standards, in the 
end, they could both produce effective and successful communication as there no 
misunderstandings occurred during their talk. In addition, this leaves room for a communication 
strategy such as laughter to perform an “assistant role” in order to facilitate and co-construct 
the intelligibility to occur in their business discussions and to assist the flow of communication to be 
smoother. 

Interpreting laughter is not a straightforward task since it involves a number of factors which are, 
for example, familiarity with the context, paralinguistic cues, cultural assumptions and non-verbal 
communication because the laughter could have different meanings in different situations. To 
elucidate, happy laughter was provoked when amusing jokes or words together with the non-
verbal behavior occurred. For instance, in Example 1, Th1 used a hand to draw in the air to show 
how big the meal was or when Th1 made a self-deprecating joke. He also made a funny facial 
expression and pointed at himself. These two occurrences created continuous laughter to other 
interlocutors. Each time that laughter is produced, it does not only signify certain meanings to 
the hearers, but it also connotes and shares the cultural aspects to each other. Further, these four 
distinctive types of laughter are regarded as successful communication strategy which is applied 
in the business meeting between Thai and Burmese business professionals in a joint venture.

This research suggests that Thai and Burmese people place a value on “maintaining good 
relationships”. No matter how serious the discussion was, they attempted to manage it without 
damaging the business relationship. These findings accord with Komin’s analysis (1990) that the 
Thai national value of “maintaining a good social relation,” is one of the values which remains 
unchanged. Furthermore, this specific value appears not only in Thai or Burmese societies, but 
also appears in an international business community where the people from two countries are 
present. Another value presented in the paper was both Thai and Burmese are concerned with 
the issue of face. Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory (1987, p. 62), defines positive politeness 
as “the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least some others executors.” 
When positive politeness is used within the group, it represents an indication of an in-group 
solidarity marker. Noticeably, the use of politeness strategies through laughter assisted in 
creating a positive and friendly talk which kept the business running smoothly. Kardkarnklai 
(2009, p. 160) stated that positive talk in an amusing way not only helps maintain a close
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relationship, but also promotes a relaxed atmosphere and softens possible conflicts happening 
during discussion.   

Failure to consider trivial non-verbal behaviors such as laughter in international meetings can 
lead to misunderstandings and an undermining of effective of inter-organizational collaboration. 
Ferraro (2002, p.7) notes that one obvious reason of failing in the overseas business setting often 
results from an incapacity to perceive and adjust to foreign ways of thinking rather than from 
professional incompetence. Laughter is a part of culture and culture is not transmitted 
genetically, but is transmitted through the process of learning. Therefore, if you want to 
understand and grasp the implications of laughter, it is important to experience it in actual 
settings, and to think and analyze. Simply reading a transcript and listening to recordings might 
be inadequate for interpreting laughter. 

The results of this research demonstrated interesting and thought-provoking messages of the use 
of laughter in a meeting between Thai and Burmese business persons. From the results, they 
shared and understood their workplace communication, and to a certain extent each other’s 
culture. Therefore, there were no misinterpretations and misunderstandings found in this study; 
they knew when it is appropriate to produce and use laughter and when laughter was needed in 
their discussion. Laughter might be considered a small unit compared to other components 
occurring in a meeting. However, this study showed that laughter was an effective tool. Different 
types of laughter were discovered and various aspects were identified as factors which provoked 
participants to produce laughter for example intentions to maintain good business relationships, 
to make fun of work, to ease tension and to threaten other interlocutors. Additionally, this 
research assists in broadening our understanding of the laughter used in an international meeting 
between Thai and Burmese business professionals. To be able to raise the awareness of cultural-
specific of the business persons in this region enables the business persons from other cultures 
to be prepared and to create a better understanding; hence, misjudgment would occur less. The 
heart of interpersonal communication such as meetings is shared meanings between persons. It 
is not only about exchanging verbal messages but it is also about interpreting the functions and 
implications of additional communication strategies, such as laughter.

Nonetheless, the study has limitations in terms of limited access to literature about Myanmar 
culture and people because its country was closed off to the rest of the world for years and not 
many scholars have done research on socio-cultural issues in Myanmar. 
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